This paper presents the findings from a qualitative pilot project that implemented an internet social networking intervention and evaluated the effect it had on older people's experience of temporal loneliness. The project was implemented over a three-month period and utilised an in-home, one-onone education strategy. Six older people aged 69 to 85 years were recruited from a community aged care programme in South Australia. All participants were connected to the internet and provided with one-on-one tutoring in how to use the social networking site. To evaluate the project, data were collected through in-depth interviews with older people at the commencement and completion of the project. An additional interview with the community programme co-ordinator was conducted at the completion of the project. Evaluation was also guided by data collected by the research team via reflective journals. The key findings to emerge from the inductive analysis of the data resulted in four major themes, these were: the participants' experience of loneliness; technology as an enabler; providing a supportive environment; connectivity. A case study is presented to provide in-depth understanding of how social networking can help reduce the participants' experience of loneliness. The findings from this project demonstrated that the utilisation of a social networking site has the potential to reduce loneliness in older people and therefore, based on these findings, recommendations for further research and practice implementation are made. In particular the project team recommends expanding the current pilot project into a larger scale project.
Introduction
It is estimated that one in four older people experience loneliness (DiTommaso et al, 2004 (Ariyachandra et al, 2009 ) with popular sites including Facebook, MySpace and Twitter (Ellison et al, 2006) . The literature details two main advantages for older people utilising an ISNW. First, ISNWs can be accessed at any time of the day or night. This enables older people to connect to others in the community without needing to leave their home when they are feeling lonely, for example, during the evenings (Fokkema & Knipscheer, 2007; Shapira et al, 2007; White et al, 1999) . Second, the user is not wholly dependent on outside community programmes/facilities to provide social support and interaction. The utilisation of an ISNW provides another avenue/ opportunity to communicate with others at the users' discretion or during those times of experiencing loneliness (White et al, 1999; White et al, 2002) .
Given these possible advantages of utilising an ISNW to assist older people in reducing their experience of loneliness, it is surprising how little research has been conducted into the effectiveness of ISNWs to reduce loneliness in older people. Ariyachandra and colleagues (2009) evaluated older people's perceptions of the web and ISNWs through conducting a series of interviews with older people and related staff members. The findings of their research suggested that while there was anxiety associated with using the internet and an ISNW, the older people felt that if they were provided with education and support this anxiety could be alleviated. However, their research did not evaluate if the participants' experience of loneliness was affected by using ISNWs. Rather, the authors focused on describing: 'the current state [of] computer literacy and social networking by seniors' in order to organise a 'plan of action to help increase the use of online social networking communities by elders' (Ariyachandra et al, 2009) .
Furthermore, when reviewing the broader research conducted on web-based technology, loneliness and older people, research findings are often contradictory. On one hand, Shapira and colleagues (2007) drew positive conclusions from their longitudinal of loneliness is likely to increase (Murphy, 2006; Ekwall et al, 2005; Victor et al, 2002) . The literature reports on the experience of loneliness in older people and clearly demonstrates the negative effects it can have on older people's health, well-being and quality of life (Dykstra et al, 2005) . In response to these concerns a recent Australian study conducted by Stanley and colleagues (2010) used in-depth interviews to gain an understanding of how older people and service providers perceive loneliness. Analysis of the interview data identified five inter-related dimensions of loneliness, which included:
• private: loneliness is a personal experience, stigmatised and often kept secret from others • relational: loneliness is influenced by whether older people are able to maintain quality relationships with others • readjustment: loneliness is influenced by older people's ability to adapt to losses and changes in life • temporal: loneliness is experienced most profoundly at a particular time of day or time of life • connectedness: loneliness is influenced by whether older people feel like they are connected to the wider community.
In response to the findings of Stanley et al (2010) , utilising an internet social networking website (ISNW) in the participants' own homes was identified as one possible strategy for reducing loneliness -in particular, temporal loneliness. Stanley et al (2010) identified that many older people often feel lonely in the evenings when there is generally less opportunity to participate in social activities or in the winter months when the nights are longer (temporal loneliness). It is within this context that this paper discusses the implementation and evaluation of a pilot ISNW project as a strategy for reducing loneliness in older people. The utilisation of an ISNW is a potentially useful strategy to reduce temporal loneliness. An ISNW is described as: 'an online space where an individual can create a profile to What older people say about participating in a social networking website this pilot project represents an innovative and unique opportunity to implement and evaluate the potential of an ISNW to reduce temporal loneliness in older people living in the community. In working in a one-on-one capacity with participants in their home to further develop the participants' computer and internet skills and knowledge, the pilot project explored the participants' experience of, and reaction to, participating in an ISNW. This pilot project, then, addresses the question: 'Does internet social networking reduce older people's experience of temporal loneliness?' As a corollary, addressing this question will contribute a unique perspective to the current debate on the effectiveness of utilising web-based technology, specifically internet social networking, to reduce loneliness in older people.
Methods
A qualitative approach sought to facilitate the implementation and evaluation of whether an ISNW reduced older people's experiences of loneliness (specifically temporal loneliness). In-depth, semi-structured interviews with older people were conducted and reflective journals were kept by the project team to aid in answering the research question. In-depth interviews were selected as a means to analyse the outcomes of the project as interviews are 'directed towards understanding informants' perspectives of their lives, experiences or situations expressed in their own words' (Taylor & Bogdan, 1984) . Reflective journals were kept by the project team in order to record the processes that occurred as well as any comments made by the participants within the tutoring sessions related to their experience and loneliness. As Ortlipp (2008) suggests, this method is advantageous to the qualitative approach as it allows researchers to adapt their methodologies, if necessary, to suit the changing needs of the participants. Before commencing the project, approval was sought and gained from the Human Research Ethics Committees of the University of South Australia and also the project proposal met the partner aged care organisation's ethics requirements. study. This study interviewed 22 older people about their experience of internet browsing. The authors concluded that there was an improvement in their individual well-being and these individuals felt: 'less depressed and lonely, more satisfied with life, more in control and more pleased with their current quality of life' (Shapira et al, 2007) . Similarly, Fokkema and Knipscheer (2007) determined the effectiveness of internet use for 15 older people over a period of two years. In drawing a distinction between social loneliness (ie. deficient social interaction) and emotional loneliness (ie. meaningful intimate relationships) the research found that there was a reduction of emotional lonelinessparticularly in that cohort who had achieved higher education.
On the other hand, Sum and colleagues (2008) analysed an online questionnaire that surveyed 222 Australians over the age of 55 to determine what they used the internet for and how the internet impacted on older people's loneliness. Their findings suggested that, while there was a reduction in levels of social loneliness when people communicated with friends and family, conversely, the authors argued, using the internet for 'communication with unknown people was associated with greater levels of… loneliness' (Sum et al, 2008) . More critically, Dickinson and Gregor (2006) were highly sceptical of longitudinal studies that support the implementation and use of computers, and internet in general, to enhance well-being of older people. The authors did not believe that technology is a panacea to improving individual well-being. In fact, after reviewing the studies on this subject the authors argued that the research was 'misleading' and failed to distinguish between 'the effects of training/support and computer use' (Dickinson & Gregor, 2006) .
Not withstanding the debate about the effectiveness of internet use and the reduction in loneliness with older people, it is important to acknowledge that the majority of the literature does not focus on the effectiveness of ISNWs and instead focuses on email and the internet in general. Informed by this gap in the literature, and the broader debate, What older people say about participating in a social networking website less frequently. Contact with the project team was also available via the telephone during business hours. Six weeks after the completion of the project each participant was contacted to de-brief and give closure to the project.
Data collection
To determine the usefulness of using an ISNW in addressing loneliness, two approaches to data collection were undertaken. These were in-depth interviews and reflective journals. The in-depth, semi-structured interviews (which occurred in the participants' homes) sought to understand the participants' expectations and experience -both at the commencement and completion of the project. An additional in-depth interview with the co-ordinator of the community programme was conducted to gain the co-ordinator's perspective. To encourage impartiality, the interviews were conducted by a team member not involved in providing oneon-one education to participants. Participants were reassured that all descriptive information would be removed from the transcript (thus ensuring anonymity) prior to the analysis of the interviews. All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed. Second, the project team kept reflective journals to record comments related to the participants and project team members' experiences, as well as any issues and/or challenges.
As a result of the journals and overall reflective process, the project team continually reflected and analysed the actions taken (and the impact of these actions) and if necessary amended the actions to suit the participants' needs. This cycle of action and reflection was repeated for the duration of the project to facilitate the needs of the participants and ensured that the objectives of the project were achieved (Kemmis, & McTaggart, 1988) .
Data analysis
An inductive analysis approach to the interview transcripts was undertaken. All transcripts were initially read through for a sense of the 'whole' by two members of the project team (Patton, 2002 ). Each project team member then identified and defined categories or themes. The team members then utilised each
Participants
The participants involved in the pilot project were recruited from a community aged care programme conducted by the partner organisation. Although all of the participants were recruited through the same programme they did not know each other prior to their commencement of the project. The participants identified themselves as experiencing loneliness and particularly in the evenings (temporal loneliness).
Six participants initially commenced the programme, however two participants withdrew in the early stages of the project. One participant withdrew because of family pressures and the other participant withdrew because it was 'too hard to learn how to use the computer'. Of the four participants who completed the programme, three were male and the ages of the participants ranged from 69 to 85. All participants spoke English as their first language and two participants lived alone and two lived with their spouses. The participants involved in the pilot project had no experience with an ISNW and only two had experience using the internet.
Implementation of the project
The project was conducted in 2009 over a three-month period. The project team selected the 'About My Age' Australian-based ISNW as it was age specific for people of 50 years and over, is user friendly and is well monitored (Age, 2008) . In addition, participants were provided with computers and internet connections. Interested clients were contacted by a member of the project team and arrangements were made to meet with the person in their home to discuss the project and gain informed consent for participating.
From this point of initial contact with the participants, weekly meetings were organised where the project team member visited the participants' homes to educate them on how to use the computer/internet. Most of these sessions centred on setting up an individual profile on the ISNW in order to facilitate communication with others. As the participants felt more comfortable using the computer and internet independently, support visits occurred As the pre-interviews demonstrated, the participants experienced intense feelings of loneliness. On completion of the project, the post-interview data demonstrated that participants felt that their loneliness was reduced, however to what extent varied on a case-by-case basis. Each participant used the ISNW at different times of the day, for different lengths of time and interpreted its effects from alternative perspectives. For example, one participant expressed great enthusiasm about the project and used the ISNW whenever she experienced loneliness (see Case study, p32).
At the other end of the spectrum, another participant was more circumspect in his response to using the social networking site. The participant utilised the social networking site when tutored but outside this arena, used it minimally. However, in learning how to use the ISNW the participant realised that category to search for any sub-topics, including contradictory points of view and new insights. The team members then selected appropriate quotations that conveyed the theme or essence of a category. Any categories that carried a similar meaning were then combined (Thomas, 2006) . The inductive analysis of the transcripts occurred alongside the reflective journals. Once the individual team members had completed their analysis the themes were discussed and compared, drawing attention to similarities and differences across the analyses. Following discussions between the members of the project team, similar themes emerged and discussions continued until consensus was reached. The qualitative data enabled the project team to evaluate if this strategy reduced loneliness (specifically the temporal dimension) from the participants' perspective.
Findings
From the inductive analysis, four major interrelated themes emerged.
The participants' experience of loneliness
-whereby the utilisation of ISNWs helped to reduce the participants' experience of loneliness.
Technology as an enabler -opening the door
where participants discussed that technology opened up new experiences, which they welcomed. 3. Providing a supportive environmentlearning the skills where participants discussed that the one-on-one approach to teaching was crucial to the success and sustainability of the project outcomes. 4. Connectivity -whereby participants spoke about their contact with other ISNW users and how this increased their sense of connectivity to outside world.
Each theme is now discussed in turn and demonstrated by direct quotations from the transcripts.
The participants' experience of loneliness
From the interview data all participants expressed some level of loneliness at the commencement of the pilot project. How
What older people say about participating in a social networking website investigated if using an ISNW to reduce temporal loneliness was effective. In addition, the social networking experience enabled the user to have more control to manage their loneliness in a way that meets their needs.
Providing a supportive environment -learning the skills
According to post-interview feedback and reflective journals, it was reported that the consistent one-on-one education approach in the home between the participant and project team member contributed to a positive experience. More specifically, the one-onone tutoring approach encouraged a more personalised learning experience where the participants were less affected by some of the problems associated with group learning, such as feeling intimidated and anxious (Ariyachandra et al, 2009 ). The one-on-one style assisted the participants to learn how to use the ISNW at their own pace and in a non-threatening environment. First, the team member and the participant identified the participant's level of computer knowledge and training strategies were developed using this knowledge. Second, during the pilot project itself the participant's own perspective and learning interest and inclination was encouraged throughout. This strategy helped both the tutor and the participant to communicate effectively thus enhancing mutual understanding and learning. The following quote demonstrates that this approach was productive to the participants' learning experience:
'The nature of this personalised programme is the only way to do it. You could have run it in a class situation but I don't think it would work in a way... Children and school children can do it as a class thing, they are younger and they pick it up quicker. But at this stage a oneto-one basis is the best.' (69-year-old male)
What this personalised approach suggests is that the process is as important as the outcomes when implementing these kinds of the internet did have 'far-reaching' potential for him personally to contact others using this medium.
On completion of the pilot project the participants provided anonymous feedback to the co-ordinator who fed this information about their experience back to the project team. All participants were informed that this information would be presented back to the project team in an anonymous capacity. When the project team interviewed the co-ordinator, she stated that the pilot project participants reported that, overall, their experience of loneliness was reduced. The participants reported that the social networking site:
'definitely does [make you feel less lonely]… there is someone there I can talk to.' These findings suggest that the utilisation of an ISNW for older people does have the potential to reduce older people's experience of loneliness, although the extent of the reduction is often case specific.
Technology as an enabler -opening the door
The enabling characteristics of the ISNW, and the internet generally, to explore other options to communicate with people were frequently reported by participants in the post interviews. Feedback from participants showed that they welcomed and embraced the independence the ISNW provided them with. As one participant noted:
'I like it all the time but night time is a time when you do feel particularly lonely and when you get on that you don't feel lonely. It takes you mind off everything and that's where it's good.' (68-year-old female)
This quote draws out an important conceptual issue. It highlights the ability of an ISNW to effectively combat temporal loneliness. The participant's enthusiasm for the ISNW being available at all times of the day and night lends support to the research question, which What older people say about participating in a social networking website 'really enjoyed seeing the connectedness that it gave the clients, especially when they came to groups and realised that they were connecting to each other. It was just the learning that I saw them go through, that learning experience and how much that changed them'.
While this social interaction was not directly attributable to the use of a social networking site in this particular case, the social networking pilot project facilitated an unexpected and positive social outcome for the participants that is worth acknowledging. In this case, the social networking experience acted as a thread that drew the participants together based on this common interest. In fact, the participants developed positive relationships with each other and encouraged each other to use the social networking site. Therefore in returning to the research question 'Does internet social networking reduce older people's experience of temporal loneliness?', this above finding highlights the complexity of addressing the different dimensions of loneliness in isolation. In this particular pilot project, both loneliness as temporal and connectedness overlapped. This further supports the argument identified by Stanley and colleagues (2010) that the dimensions of loneliness are inter-related and cannot be viewed separately.
To further exemplify the above findings a case study is presented overleaf.
Discussion
The findings from this pilot project demonstrate that the utilisation of an ISNW has the potential to reduce loneliness in older people, specifically temporal loneliness, but also loneliness as connectedness. This pilot project illustrated that the use of the ISNW assisted the participants to discover new and innovative ways of linking with people in the community -online and in person. The participants welcomed the opportunity to manage their loneliness having some choice and control in the activity. As Mcmellon and Schiffman (2002) note internet use does have the capacity to empower users if: strategies to reduce loneliness. If ISNWs have the potential to reduce loneliness, it is also crucial to acknowledge that using personalised one-on-one support systems helped to achieve the outcomes.
Connectivity
Throughout the project it emerged that the dimension of loneliness as connectedness (Stanley et al, 2010 ) also reduced to some extent. The dimension of connectedness signifies at what level an individual feels that they are connected to their community. This phenomenon developed on two levels.
First, participants stated that they connected with the online community using the social networking mediums in which to meet, and stay in contact with, new people. As one participant noted:
'Yeah I connect everywhere. England, Tasmania, everywhere.' (68-year-old female)
In addition, participants stated that connection to the internet facilitated maintaining and strengthening current relationships, as demonstrated in the following quote:
'The website is connecting me with new people and the email is allowing me to keep in contact with old friends and family. ' (68-year-old female) This experience acknowledges other researchers' arguments that online communication represents a community where individuals share 'common interests or purposes' (Dunning 2009 ).
Second, an unintended outcome of this project was the emergence of group, face-toface interaction with other participants in the project. The participants met each other at a local community centre and discussed the social networking project and offered support to each other. This represented an interesting development, not least the added face-toface interaction the group experienced when discussing their experiences using the ISNW. At the completion of the pilot project, this was echoed by the co-ordinator who said that she:
What older people say about participating in a social networking website Case study: Ms M Background Ms M is a 68-year-old woman who lives in small unit on her own in metropolitan Adelaide. Ms M had felt really positive about the programme and stated that a lot of this was due to the fact that she could go on it and chat whenever she felt like it. She stated that: 'I'm connecting and I can use it any time of the day'. Ms M also stated that she was enjoying it so much as it meant that she had something to do that was meaningful. It is important to acknowledge that the success of the pilot project was driven by the provision of consistent and ongoing support mechanisms. The in-home, one-on-one education approach provided a supportive environment where the participants felt comfortable to learn and develop skills in sync with their own learning and facilitated a flexible, individualised approach that maximised and empowered their ability to develop their internet skills and computer knowledge. This helped to alleviate any fears and concerns that they may have experienced when using the computer and, further, these could be dealt with regularly and consistently in a non-threatening manner (Ariyachandra et al, 2009) . Although the one-on-one strategy was successful in our project, it should be acknowledged that this approach is not always successful, as identified by Cattan and colleagues (2005) . It is therefore important to note that social networking in an in-home context will appeal to some individuals more than others.
Loneliness feelings
The ongoing support provided by the project team highlights the connection between, and importance of, process and outcome. In our pilot project, it is unlikely that the success of utilising an ISNW for older people would have occurred without these support systems in place. Often this connection in other research is not articulated as well as it could be (Dickinson & Gregor, 2006) . In our particular study, for instance, the participants may not have realised the enabling factor of an ISNW without initial assistance and encouragement.
In undertaking this pilot project we acknowledge that there are some limitations. First, the sample of this pilot project was small. The findings of our study indicate that ISNWs do have the potential to reduce loneliness, however further work with a larger cohort of older people is recommended. Second, Dickinson and Gregor (2006) argued that the:
'high levels of contact between participants and teachers… make it impossible to attribute changes to wellbeing specifically to computer and internet use'.
While the authors of this pilot study acknowledge this issue, this factor was considered when planning and undertaking this pilot project. The project team ensured that they did not spend large amounts of time with the participants where, at most, the team members spent an hour per week in person with the participant. Moreover, this contact decreased over time as the participants started to acquire the necessary skills and confidence to use the computer and ISNW independently. The social networking experience enhanced Ms M's computer skills while providing her a new opportunity to contact others in the community. In addition, Ms M has now updated her computer software and connected herself to broadband. Finally, the authors acknowledge that 'one size does not fit all' and that this social networking strategy ought to be considered as one approach to complement other strategies to manage loneliness in older people. Nonetheless, this pilot project suggests that internet social networking in the home environment has the potential to help older people to self-manage their loneliness. Given the popularity of social networking more generally, it is surprising how little research focusing on loneliness, social networking and older people has been conducted. There is consequently a need for further research in this field particularly as our initial research findings have been positive.
Implications for practice
• The in-home, one-on-one educational approach be utilised with the older person to facilitate a flexible, individualised approach to their learning in developing their internet skills and computer knowledge.
• The internet social networking strategy should be considered as one approach to complement other strategies to manage loneliness in older people.
• A similar project to be conducted with a larger cohort, in order to determine the effectiveness of internet social networking websites to reduce loneliness.
• The dimensions of loneliness should be considered as a framework to guide policy formation and practice.
• To ensure sustainability of projects the utilisation of volunteers ought to be considered to facilitate sustainable outcomes.
